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High-Involvement innovation: Views from Frontline Service Workers and Managers 
 
 
Introduction 
The nature of work is changing; organisations are demanding more from their employees. It is no 
longer acceptable to turn up and do your job when organisations are looking for employees to go 
 ‘ĂďŽǀĞĂŶĚďĞǇŽŶĚ ?ƚŽŐĞƚextra from their employees. The effect of finanialization has exacerbated 
ƚƌĞŶĚƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚ  “ĨƌŽŶƚůŝŶĞ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ƚŽ ůŽǁ ůĞǀĞů ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ ?
(Thompson, 2013: 478). Thompson and McHugh (2009) highlight that advocates of this change say 
that  “employees ? attitudes have to ŵŽǀĞĨƌŽŵŐƌƵĚŐŝŶŐĐŽŵƉůŝĂŶĐĞƚŽŚŝŐŚĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ? ?pp. 216). 
In various work spheres innovation has become the buzzword of the moment and as such managers 
ĂƌĞůŽŽŬŝŶŐĨŽƌ ‘ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĨƌŽm all areas of the organisation. This pursuit of innovation, and ideas as 
the nuclei of the innovation process, has primarily been driven by firms in order to remain competitive 
in capitalist environments. Consequently all levels of employees are being encouraged to generate 
and submit ideas in order to provide the seeds of innovation for the organisation, in what is branded 
 “high involvement innovation ? (Bessant, 2003).  
 
This concept ŚĂƐďĞĞŶĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚĨŽƌŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐǁŚĞƌĞƉĞŽƉůĞŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶǀŝĞǁĞĚĂƐ ‘ĐŽŐƐŝŶƚŚĞ
ŵĂĐŚŝŶĞ ? ?ŝƚŝƐƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐƚŽƐĞĞǁŚĂƚĞĨĨĞĐƚƐŚŝŐŚŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶǁŝůůŚĂǀĞŝŶƚŚĞ
ĐĂůůĐĞŶƚƌĞĐŽŶƚĞǆƚǁŚŝĐŚŝƐƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚƚŽĂƐ ‘ĂŶĂƐƐĞŵďůǇůŝŶĞŝŶƚŚĞŚĞĂĚ ? ?dĂǇůŽƌĂŶĚĂŝŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?dŚĞ
ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞŚĞƌĞŝƐƚŚĂƚĞƐƐĂŶƚŚĂƐƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚƚŽŽďƚĂŝŶŝŶŐĂ ‘ĨƌĞĞďƌĂŝŶ ?ǁŝƚŚ ‘ĞǀĞƌǇƉĂŝƌŽĨŚĂŶĚƐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚ
might not be possible when the work is mainly mental as in the case of the call centre industry. Thus, 
this research aims to explore the impact high involvement innovation activities have on frontline and 
managerial employees in call centres.  
 
This research is important as it explores what effect these involvement initiatives have on the 
employees and managers concerned with them. This is valuable since there is no real consensus across 
human resource management, labour process and critical management fields resulting in a limited 
conceptualisation of the relationship between management practices, employee experiences and the 
outcome. This research makes a contribution through the elaboration of current theory to understand 
the complexities and subtleties that exist between the high involvement management practices and 
the experience of workers and their managers.  
 
The research is undertaken using seven comparative case studies looking at innovation activities in a 
number of different types of call centre. Interviews, observations and call listening were done in many 
of the cases. From the analysis of the testimonies it would seem that the job design, the mechanisms 
and practices as well as other people ?Ɛ perceptions of involvement influence the experience of 
frontline and managerial employees. The findings also appear to highlight that high involvement 
innovation has the potential to intensify jobs (both frontline and managerial employees) when the 
quantity of ideas submitted becomes a component of the employee performance appraisal system. 
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Background literature  
High involvement work practices  
/ƚ ŝƐ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚŝƌƚǇ ǇĞĂƌƐ ĂŐŽ ƚŚĂƚ >ĂǁůĞƌ  ? ? ? ? ? ? ĐŽŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ  ‘ŚŝŐŚ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ? ƚŽ
ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ? ƐŝŶĐĞ ƚŚĞŶ  ‘ŚŝŐŚ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ?
practices have developed both conceptually and practically. High involvement work practices (HIWP) 
have their roots in the high performance work system (HPWS) literature. However, there is a confusion 
in the literature over the various terms used i.e. participation, involvement, commitment. This is due 
to this topic being examined from different theoretical lenses such as labour process theory, 
operations management, human resource management, industrial relations (Wood and de Menezes, 
2011).  What is agreed is that high involvement practices are a dimension of HPWS and so the 
conceptual definitions of these terms are difficult to separate. It is not the aim in this paper to open 
up a debate on the various dimensions and conceptualisations of HPWS but to highlight that there is 
significant overlap between these concepts which are often used interchangeably in many studies. 
Boxall and Macky (2009) say that high-involvement work practices terminology is best suited and 
connected to understanding HPWS conceptually as it focuses on work and involvement and is also a 
ůĞƐƐůŽĂĚĞĚƚĞƌŵŝŶŽůŽŐǇƌĞŵŽǀŝŶŐƚŚĞĨŽĐƵƐĨƌŽŵ ‘ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ?ĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ,Wt^ ?
Fairly recent quantitative studies have attempted to understand the relationships between various 
complex dimensions of HPWS. Examining the UK Workplace Employee Relations survey: Ramsey et al. 
(2000) analysed the 1998 survey results and Wood and de Menezes (2011) analysed the 2004 results 
to identify the complex and fuzzy relationship between high involvement management practices and 
high performing work systems and organisational outcomes. Ramsey et al. (2000) present some 
interesting findings with their analysis providing little support for the assumed relationships that 
underpin mainstream theories on HPWS, similarly they have also found little support for the labour 
process or critical management views of HPWS. This opens up some interesting challenges for studying 
high involvement management practice as there is no simplistic conceptualisation of the relationship 
that exists between management practices, employee experiences and the outcome. In the decade 
between these two studies it would seem there is still a need to understand the complexities and 
subtleties that exist between the high involvement management practices and the experience of 
workers and their managers.  
Doellgast (2008, 2010) in her comparative analysis of German and US call centres work reorganisation, 
shows that there are significant differences between the companies in the respective countries.  She 
puts these results down to differences in institutional supports for workplace and firm level collective 
voice, or structures that provide workers as a group with a means of participating in management 
decisions. Concluding that collective voice is critical for encouraging management to adopt high-
involvement work practices in areas such as call centres where the work is rationalised. Taylor and 
Bain (2001) also state that trade unions are the only way to get any real democratization of call 
centres. This is interesting since the role of trade unions or other formal industrial relations 
institutions, in UK call centres, has been generally neglected in relation to high involvement work 
practices. The UK call centre industry also has considerable pockets of resistance to unionisation (Bain 
and Taylor, 2002) which allows management practices to remain unchecked, perhaps leading to 
further routinisation of jobs and higher levels of control by management.  Equally, Budd et al. (2010) 
emphasise the global reduction in union membership has opened up opportunities for alternative 
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involvement practices and new forms of collective voice. Thus, the role of formalised industrial 
relations institutions in involvement practices is altering, possibly becoming less important.     
 
Employee involvement in innovation activities 
ZĞĐĞŶƚůǇƚŚĞƌĞŚĂƐďĞĞŶĂŶŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶƚŚĞƌŽůĞĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ƉůĂǇŝŶĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŶŐƚŽinnovation 
activities in organisations. Some of this trend could be down to the open innovation agenda 
(Chesbrough, 2003) which has drawn interest to ideas coming from various sources not just the 
traditional actors of the innovation process.  
 
There seems to be two separate fields occurring ŝŶƚŚŝƐĂƌĞĂ ?ŽŶĞƵƐŝŶŐƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ŚŝŐŚŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ
ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?,// ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌƵƐŝŶŐ ‘ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞĚƌŝǀĞŶŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?/ ? ? With its roots in the general 
innovation management field,  ‘,ŝŐŚ/ŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ/ŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?(HII) (Bessant and Caffyn, 1997; Bessant, 
2003) describes the use of the wider workforce in the organisational innovation process, mainly to 
increase the innovative capacity within an organisation. Thus moving away from exclusive model of 
innovation where only selected employees are permitted to innovate  “to extend participation in the 
process to a much wider population ? ?Bessant and Caffyn, 1997: 7) and is  “ĂďŽƵƚŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽ
ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽƚ ŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ ďĞĞŶ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?
(Bessant, 20034).  
 
Conversely, a new approach to employee involvement in innovation activities, emerging from 
workplace learning theory, ŚĂƐďĞĞŶůĂďĞůůĞĚ ‘ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞĚƌŝǀĞŶŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?/ ?ǁŚŝĐŚ Høyrup (2012) 
ĚĞĨŝŶĞ/ĂƐ “ƚŚĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŶĞǁŝĚĞĂƐ ?ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐĂŶĚƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ?ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚŝŶŐ
from inter-ĂĐƚŝŽŶŽĨĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ǁŚŽĂƌĞŶŽƚĂƐƐŝŐŶĞĚƚŽƚŚĞƚĂƐŬ ? ?ƉƉ ? ?  ?They go onto stress that 
EDI is a new phenomenon, concept and mode of innovation.  
 
While these two areas of research have stemmed from different fields, there are many conceptual 
crossovers. TŚĞ/ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞĚƌĂǁŝŶŐƵƉŽŶĞƐƐĂŶƚ ?ƐƚĞƌŵŝŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐĂŶĚĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶƐŽĨŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?Ğ ?Ő ?
Høyrup, 2010 and Waite et al., 2012) and HII draws upon workplace learning theory to describe how 
employees can be developed to take part in the innovation process (Hallgren, 2009). These concepts 
are also associated with high involvement theory as both HII and EDI streams of research have a strong 
focus on the role of job design, organisational structures and management practices that can influence 
the involvement of employees. What both HII and EDI also have in common is how innovation 
activities take place, with Tidd and Bessant (2009) outlining that most high-involvement innovation 
activities occurs within the boundaries of the employees day-to-day role, rather than being seconded 
into a special innovation role. Høyrup (2010) also draws upon Tidd and Bessant (2009) to highlight 
that most of this activity takes place in some form of group work, although some activity is carried out 
on an individual basis (Tidd and Bessant, 2009: 119).  This conclusion surrounding HII and EDI has 
serious implications for this research since call centres are renowned for their limited teamwork and 
their restricted job design.       
 
Influence of job design        
Wood and Ogbonnaya (2016) reflect back to the original concept of high involvement management 
and restate that job design was the bedrock of the initial conception, with the focus to reverse narrow 
job specialisation and Tayloristic divisions of labour. It has long been understood that the enrichment 
of job design is central to the success of high involvement work practices (Wood et al., 2012).  
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In their configurations of involvement and intensification Boxall and Mackay (2009) explicate that, in 
traditional Tayloristic job designs, when intensification is high and involvement is low then there are 
fake attempts at involvement. This fake involvement results in management demanding more from 
employees withouƚŐŝǀŝŶŐƚŚĞŵĂŶǇ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ ŝŶĞŵƉŽǁĞƌŵĞŶƚ  ?ĞůďƌŝĚŐĞ ?  ? ?   ? ?dŚƵƐĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?
jobs and their experience of work is exactly the same, despite a management rhetoric of high 
involvement. They further say that the ideal state for High Involvement Work Systems (HIWS) is where 
intensification is low and involvement is high, thus call centres would not be considered as 
organisations where high involvement practices would be successful at all.  
 
The Taylorised jobs that are commonly discussed in much of the studies of HIWS have focused on 
manufacturing, rather than the service environment where the effects of Taylorism are felt in a 
different way (Boxall, 2003; Harley et al., 2010). Thus, Taylorism is a different construct in call centres 
than in many other Taylorised work environments (Taylor and Bain, 1999), meaning involvement is 
substantially controlled by management in call centres. Some definitions of EDI focus on employees 
working together to develop new ideas without the input of management (Høyrup, 2012), this would 
be a challenge to call centre employees as they are so tightly controlled by management. In fact the 
job design in call centres destroys the ability for employees to work in teams. Therefore, activities 
requiring time off the phones is solely within the control of management, restricting the spontaneous 
collision of ideas that often result in other environments when employees can work together.  
 
The call centre environment leads to individualist behaviour which results in call centre research 
focusing ŽŶŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐŝŶŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ?ĚĂŝůǇǁŽƌŬĂŶĚneglect the fact that innovation in call centres 
could be much more than just improving how you do your job. Often agents are the ones gaining direct 
insights and feedback from a wide variety of customers. So there is potential for call centre employees 
to generate ideas that reach far beyond the confines of their own job, impacting not just the 
operations of the call centre but also to the wider organisation (Hertog, 2000).  
 
Wood and Ogbonnaya (2016) say that job enrichment is central to the involvement of employees in 
the innovation process, stresƐŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ “ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐŶĞĞĚĞĚƚŽďĞĂǁĂƌĞŽĨƚŚĞǁŝĚĞƌĐŽŶƚĞǆƚŽĨƚŚĞŝƌ
jobs, participate in this wider context, and be trained accordingly, especially if they were to contribute 
ƚŽ ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?  ?ƉƉ ?  ? ? ? Further, from the EDI field, Smith (2017) stresses that work should support 
work-learning practices to enhance organisational innovation.  Accordingly, in call centres where jobs 
are narrow and there is strict divisions of labour, the job design could be considered a major 
impediment to high involvement innovation.  
 
This paper will examine the experience of call centre employees who have been involved in innovation 
activities in an attempt to understand what frontline and managerial employees think of the focus on 
innovation in their workplaces. Using evidence collected from seven UK call centres this paper 
presents employees and managers views on the involvement of frontline workers in innovation 
activities.   
   
Method 
This research follows a case study methodology (Yin, 2003) with semi-structured interviews 
undertaken with managers, team leaders and agents.  In total seven call centres were investigated in 
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relation to their innovation activities and the involvement of frontline workers. The potential cases 
were identified through a number of methods; the industry body for the UK contact centre industry, 
the Customer Contact Association (CCA), was involved in providing a number of potential cases. The 
CCA used their members list as well as previous winners of the CCA Innovation and People Award to 
ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůĐĂƐĞĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞƐƚƵĚǇ ? KƚŚĞƌ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇďŽĚŝĞƐ ? ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶĂǁĂƌĚǁŝŶŶĞƌƐ
were also identified. Of these seven cases two call centres did not allow access to agents, in both cases 
call volumes and time pressures were cited as reasons for not being able to interview frontline staff 
(these cases are identified by a * in Table 1).  The cases were examined in relation to the nature of the 
service provided, the nature of calls, the involvement/innovation activities and the size of the centres. 
The composition and characteristics of these eight case studies are shown in Table 1 along with the 
number of interviewees from each case.    
 
Table 1 here 
Data collection  
In each of the cases, where permissible, the interviews were recorded and transcribed. There was also 
opportunity for observations and call listening at all but one of the sites (no call listening or 
observations at ITSup). At three of the sites (ITSup, PSIH, Bank) the agent interviews were undertaken 
as group interviews in order for the organisations to save time. In two of the cases (Insure and PSO) 
ƚŚĞĂŐĞŶƚŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐǁĞƌĞƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬĞŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶĐĂůůƐ ?ƚŽƌĞĚƵĐĞĂŐĞŶƚƐ ?ƚŝŵĞĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉŚŽŶĞƐ. 
TŚĞƌĞĂƌĞŝƐƐƵĞƐǁŝƚŚƵƐŝŶŐƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĂƐŝƚŚĂƐŵĂŶǇĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶƐǁŚŝĐŚŵĂŬĞƐ
it difficult to discuss and gain consensus in the interview setting, therefore the term was not used 
during the interviews. Consequently, ƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ŝĚĞĂƐ ?ǁĂƐƵƐĞĚĂŶĚƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐǁĞƌĞĂƐŬĞĚǁŚĂƚ
happened when employees put their ideas forward and how involved they were in developing and 
implementing the ideas. The main focus of the interviews surrounded questions such as; can you put 
your ideas forward, how is this done? What happens to the ideas once you have suggested them? 
What helps you and what hinders you? How are employees involved in improvements within the call 
centre? The durations of the interviews ranged from 30 minutes to an hour depending on the 
interview setting i.e. the interviews with the agents were often shorter in duration due to time 
pressures from the phone whereas the management interviews were conducted away from the call 
centre floor and often lasted longer.     
 
Data analysis 
The interviews, where possible, were digitally recorded. The interviews undertaken while call listening 
were not recorded due to the confidentiality issues with recording potential customer interactions. 
Handwritten notes from these interviews were taken during the sessions. The recordings and 
handwritten notes were then used to develop synthesised interview notes, these interview notes 
were then brought together with any observation notes and any documentary evidence, and compiled 
into case study narratives. This was a challenging step in the methodology due to the nature of the 
data. The data was complex, sizable and covered many interrelated areas, thus the case study 
narratives had to be refined through a series of stages in order to become useful. The case study 
narratives were imported into NVivo 9 where in line with the Gioia et al. (2013) approach a series of 
inductive themes emerged. dŚŝƐĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚƚŽĚĂƚĂĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐĂůůŽǁƐƚŚĞ ‘ǀŽŝĐĞƐ ?ŽĨƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐƚŽ
ďĞ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ  “which creates rich opportunities for discovery of new concepts rather than 
aĨĨŝƌŵĂƚŝŽŶŽĨĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ ? (pp. 17). Through first-order analysis, themes were constructed using 
terms taken directly from the interviewees, thus going back and forward through the case study 
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narratives. The second stage in the analysis was to introduce some higher level theoretical constructs 
to organise the messy first-order ƚŚĞŵĞƐ ?dŚŝƐƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐŽĨ ‘employee involvement 
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ? ?  ‘ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ ? ĂŶĚ  ‘ƚŚĞ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐŽĨ ŚŝŐŚ-ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ? ĂƐ
overarching themes. The second-order themes were then analysed through cross-case analysis to 
show any common themes cutting across the cases and examine any differences between the types 
of call centre and their approaches to involvement of frontline workers in innovation activities. This 
was done using arrays of tables to show detail from the case narratives in comparison to each other. 
In order to verify the findings from the cases, the narrative from each of the cases were sent to the 
respective case company for validation and to identify any potential misinterpretations.      
 
 
Findings and Discussions - Views from frontline call centre employees and managers 
Looking at the involvement of frontline workers in innovation activities the research has revealed a 
varied range of views but also some similar emergent themes on the subject. These themes are 
focused around three key areas; involvement of employees in innovation activities, mĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ
role in high involvement innovation and outcomes of involvement in innovation activities. Table 2 
provides an overview of the key findings from the case study analysis. 
 
Table 2 here 
 
From the comparative analysis there seems to be some commonalities emerging among the cases. 
The findings indicate that the larger call centres have more formalised involvement systems or 
mechanisms for involvement, whereas the smaller call centres have informal and more participative 
approaches to involvement for agents in the innovation process. The cases dealing with customers i.e. 
the general public, also appeared to have more in the way of formalised activities of business 
improvement which used frontline workers as team members and used their ideas as inputs. One 
reason for this could be the stresses put on frontline workers when dealing with the public and these 
involvement activities were seen as alleviation from the stresses. The other explanation could be that 
in consumer driven environments then the call centres need to be seen to improve their service since 
call centres are the front face of many organisations. There also seems to be a relationship between 
the nature of the service provided and the approach to involvement, in call centres which dealt with 
longer and more complex calls i.e. ManSup, Charity and Public Sector Outsourced (PSO) the nature of 
the involvement practices were more informal and ideas were suggested to management via informal 
mechanisms. In contrast, the call centres dealing with more repetitive and shorter calls seemed to 
have much more formal and distant mechanisms of involvement. In these cases the use of electronic 
suggestion schemes were used to collect ideas and formal improvement teams were set up. Thus, 
there could be links to the nature of the service work undertaken potentially as alleviation from short 
repetitive tasks.    
 
Employee experiences with innovation activities     
Mechanisms and practices of high involvement innovation - The electronic black hole 
It is unsurprising due to the electronic nature of call centre work that the majority of the centres within 
this study used electronic tools to collect ideas and promote the successful implementation of the 
ideas. This also allows the agents to input their suggestions without leaving their desks or taking time 
off the phones. There was some variance in the way electronic tools were used for involvement of 
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agents in innovation activities. In some cases they were used by the management team as a buffer 
and filter for ideas, as many of the managers interviewed said that they directed their employees to 
the electronic suggestion scheme when they had approached them with issues or problems. However, 
what was seen across the cases was that the nature of the electronic suggestion schemes differed in 
the level of formalisation and purpose. In some cases the scheme was an informal sounding board:    
 
 ?KŶthe intranet there is a blog ?it is a high level suggestion scheme and all employees can 
ĂŝƌƚŚĞŝƌǀŝĞǁƐŽŶƚŚŝƐďůŽŐ ?(ManSup, Manager) 
 
In other cases the schemes were much more formal and required a greater depth of information 
surrounding the idea, meaning that the employee would have to have some knowledge regarding the 
financial implications of their idea prior to submitting it. This would assume that employees have the 
necessary skills and knowledge to undertake such a business case to support their idea:   
 
 ?dŚĞƌĞŝƐĂƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƉŽƌƚĂůŝŶƉůĂĐĞ ?ŝƚǁŝůůĨŝůƚĞƌŽƵƚƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽǁĂŶƚĂŵŽĂŶ ?ƚŚĞŝĚĞĂ
ŐŽĞƐ ƚŽ Ă ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ďŽĂƌĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂƐƐĞƐƐĞĚ ?ŐŽŽĚ ŝĚĞĂƐ ǁŝůů ŐŽ ƚŽ Ă ĨĞĂƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ
ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ?ŵŽƌĞŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶǁŝůůďĞŐĂƚŚĞƌĞĚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƉĞƌƐŽŶǁŚŽsubmitted the idea and then 
ďƵĚŐĞƚĂŶĚƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐǁŝůůďĞƉƵƚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ? (ITSup, Manager)  
 
There was also some concern about submitting ideas into the electronic suggestion schemes as some 
interviewees discussed the lack of control over knowing what happened to their ideas once they had 
been submitted. Interestingly in the PSIH centre where management said that all ideas are responded 
to within four weeks their agents said that they had no idea what happened to their ideas once they 
were submitted. This is also echoed by team leader and agent level employees in other centres:  
 
 ?dŚĞƌĞŝƐĂůŽƚŽĨŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐƚŽƉƵƚŝĚĞĂƐĨŽƌǁĂƌĚďƵƚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂůŽƚŽĨĚƵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚƚŚĞƌĞ
ŝƐŶŽĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞŽĨƚŚĞƐĞŝĚĞĂƐďĞŝŶŐŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚ ?ƚŚĞƌĞĂƌĞƚŚŽƵƐĂŶĚƐŽĨŝĚĞĂƐǁĂŝƚŝŶŐƚŽ get 
implemented ?ŝƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞĂďůĂĐŬŚŽůĞ ? (Bank, Team Leader) 
 
This could mean that these electronic suggestion schemes are used by management as a source of 
ŝĚĞĂƐĂŶĚƚŽŐĞƚĂĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞǀŝĞǁŽĨĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐďƵƚŚŽǁƚŚŝƐŝƐĚŽŶĞďǇŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ
is not always communicated back to the employees. There were also examples of agents suggesting 
ideas and the idea being implemented by the management team without any further consultation 
with the agent.  Accordingly the agent is not involved in the whole innovation process and is only used 
at the front end of the process in these centres. In contrast to the electronic suggestion schemes which 
are supposed to accommodate agents who are physically tied to their desks by their headsets, some 
of the case call centres got their agents off the phones to be involved in continuous improvement (CI) 
or business process improvement (BPI) projects.         
 
KƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶof high involvement innovation - Off for a skive 
One of the enduring themes through the interviews with both managers and agents was the notion 
that being involved with innovation activities, especially the CI and BPI projects, had the potential for 
agents to see it as a mechanism to actively avoid their day-to-day work. This highlights the low trust 
environment that often prevail in the call centre environment (Mulholland, 2004; Russell, 2008). For 
example in ITSup, one agents said that:  
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 ? ?ŵŽƐƚ ŽĨŵǇ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ ĂƌĞ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ WI project but some managers think it is 
namby-ƉĂŵďǇƐƚƵĨĨĂŶĚŝƐĂǁĂƐƚĞŽĨƚŝŵĞ ? (ITSup, Agent) 
 
In many of the cases this type of attitude was witnessed from some managers in the centres as agents 
being taken off the phones was seen as unproductive and a waste of time. Interestingly, the lack of 
support for these initiatives was primarily seen in the middle management or team leader level 
managers. One team leader in Insure exemplified this by saying that the formalised business 
improvement team (known there as green belts) was not useful:  
 
  ?dŚĞŐƌĞĞŶďĞůƚƐƚƵĨĨŝƐũƵƐƚĂũŽůůǇĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉŚŽŶĞƐ ?ƚŚĞǇĚŽŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůůǇďƌŝŶŐĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ
ďĂĐŬǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŵĨƌŽŵŝƚ ? (Insure, Team Leader) 
 
Given the vast amount of research on management control in call centre literature (e.g. Bain and 
Taylor, 2000; Kinnie et al., 2000; Callaghan and Thompson, 2001), this attitude towards time off the 
phones as work avoidance could be understood from a management perspective, but it is notable that 
this attitude was also shared by the agents peer group:    
 
 ?/ ůŝŬĞŐĞƚƚŝŶŐŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶĞǆƚƌĂ/ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐďƵƚŝĨǇŽƵŐĞƚƚŝŵĞĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉŚŽŶĞƐƚŚĞŶ
ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞƚŚŝŶŬƐǇŽƵĂƌĞũƵƐƚƐŬŝǀŝŶŐ ? (Bank, Agent) 
 
This highlights that even colleagues think that agents involved with innovation activities have been 
having a break away from the phones anĚƚŚĂƚŝƚĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞ ‘ƌĞĂů ?ǁŽƌŬ ?In some centres this has led to 
some agents being ostracised by their team members as being too close to the management team. 
This mistrust of the employees who have worked on an innovation activity could be a reaction by the 
remaining employees as not been given the same opportunities as others (Bolton and Laaser, 2013). 
The management control issue is still underlying even within the involvement activities, for example 
in the Insure centre the management had a tight control on the agents that they wanted to participate 
in their improvement activities and they actively recruited internal agents based on their behaviours 
and attitudes rather than ability or skill:  
 
 ?tĞŽŶůǇǁĂŶƚƚŚĞƌŝŐŚƚƉĞŽƉůĞƚŽǁŽƌŬŽŶƚŚĞŐƌĞĞŶďĞůƚƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐƐŽwe have gone through 
ĂƐŽƌƚŽĨũŽďĂƉƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĨŽƌƉĞŽƉůĞƚŽďĞƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚƚŽǁŽƌŬŽŶƚŚĞŵ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁƚŚĞ
ŽŶĞƐǁŚŽǁŝůůũƵƐƚƐĞĞŝƚĂƐĂůĂƵŐŚĂŶĚĂƐŬŝǀĞŽĨĨƚŚĞƉŚŽŶĞƐ ? (Insure, Manager) 
 
This highlights that there are many rational and political motivations regarding participation, 
demonstrating the power relations in the workplace. Howcroft and Wilson (2003) say that 
management can create a feeling of participation but ultimately it is them who still hold the power 
and control. This can lead to participation that is symbolic rather than substantive. In reference to 
EĞǁŵĂŶĂŶĚEŽďĞů ? ? ? ? ? ?ƚŚĞǇĚƌĂǁĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞŝƐƐƵĞŽĨ ‘ƉƐĞƵĚŽ ?ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ?where only the 
compliant are selected for involvement activities. This seems to be the case in many of the call centres 
within this study, which means that attitude and behaviours are the key for employees to be selected 
for involvement.      
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Nature of the work - Bored to tears or driven to distraction?  
One of the main areas of academic interest has been concerned with the nature of work and the 
labour process within call centres (e.g. Bain et al., 2002; Deery et al., 2002; Lloyd and Payne, 2009; 
Jenkins et al., 2010), while there are many variations of work within the call centre industry it does 
have some characteristics which make it unique - agents have little or no control or visibility over the 
flow of work coming into them and they are electronically monitored via the IT system. There is also 
ĂŚŝŐŚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞƚĂƌŐĞƚĐƵůƚƵƌĞǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇĂŶĚĂŐĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞŝƐŽĨƚĞŶďĂƐĞĚŽŶĂ
diverse set of performance indicators.  It is therefore unsurprising that the nature of the job was cited 
as a reason for agents not being able to be involved in innovation activities. A senior manager in the 
ManSup case illustrates that the nature of the job makes it difficult for agents to put forward their 
ideas:    
 
 ?ŐĞŶƚƐĂƌĞŶŽƚĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚƚŽĐŽŵĞƵƉǁŝƚŚŶĞǁŝĚĞĂƐĞŶŽƵŐŚ ?ŝƚŝƐŶŽƚƚŚĂƚǁĞĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚ
ƚŚĞŵƚŽĐŽŵĞĨŽƌǁĂƌĚďƵƚƚŚĞŶĂƚƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞũŽďŵĂŬĞƐŝƚĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐĨŽƌƚŚĞĂŐĞŶƚ ?(ManSup, 
Manager) 
 
The design of call centre jobs is often designed around short call handling times with a high volume of 
calls, this coupled with challenging performance and productivity targets means that agents often 
complain of time pressures. The findings show that agents want to be involved in activities that are 
out with the scope of their job, ĂƐƐĞĞŶĨƌŽŵƚŚĞ/ŶƐƵƌĞĂŐĞŶƚ ?ƐƋƵŽƚĞďĞůow:  
 
 “/ǁŽƵůĚůŝŬĞƚŽďĞŵŽƌĞŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶƚŚĞ/ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐďƵƚǁĞũƵƐƚĚŽŶ ?ƚŐĞƚƚŚĞƚŝŵĞŽĨĨƚŚĞ
ƉŚŽŶĞƐĂƐǁĞŚĂǀĞƚŽŵĞĞƚŽƵƌƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ?ǁŚĞŶ/ǁĂƐŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶĂ/ƉƌŽũĞĐƚďĞĨŽƌĞŝƚŵĂĚĞ
your day a bit more interesting not just the same old boring calls onĞĂĨƚĞƌĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ? ?/ŶƐƵƌĞ ?
Agent)  
 
The ĂŐĞŶƚƐ ? desire for involvement was witnessed across the majority of the cases, often to escape 
the pressures of the repetitive nature of their work, but time was often used as an excuse for agents 
not to be involved in these activities. 
 
These findings highlight that HII, as with other high involvement management practices are a fragile 
ĐŽĂƚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ  “ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŝŐŚƚĞŶĞĚ ĐŽŶƚƌŽů ĂŶĚ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ƌŽƵƚŝŶŝǌĞĚ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ůŝƚƚůĞ ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů
ƌĞǁĂƌĚ ? ?Žlton and Houlihan, 2005: 689). It seems that the nature of the job, along with the target 
driven working environment reduces desire of frontline workers and low level management to be 
involved with innovation activities. In contrast other case centres discussed the positive impact that 
being off the phones and actively involved in innovation activities had: 
 
  ? ?Ă ůŽƚŽĨ ũŽďƐĂƌĞǀĞƌǇŵŽŶŽƚŽŶŽƵƐĂŶĚW/ŐŝǀĞs them something new and something 
ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ?ŝƚĂůůŽǁƐƚŚĞŵƚŽƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ ?/ŚĂǀĞŬŶŽǁŶƐŽŵĞĂŐĞŶƚƐƚŚĂƚŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶ miserable in 
their jobs but after taking part in BPI projects they are really keen and have changed their 
ŵŽƌĂůĞ ? (ITSup, Agent)  
 
This highlights the routine nature of the ĨƌŽŶƚůŝŶĞĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ? jobs and that they are keen to break 
from the monotony this supports the mainstream view that HWPS and high involvement practices can 
increase job satisfaction and general wellbeing at work (Lawler, 1986). However, one of the cases 
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within this study (Bank) showed the influence performance measurement of ideas can have on 
ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ǁĞůůďĞŝŶŐ ?  
  
In the Bank call centre, the only centre in this study with a performance metric focused on idea 
implementation and CI involvement, the agents felt strongly about how performance was measured 
with regard to ideas. This was compounded since their jobs had not changed but they were still 
expected to have time to suggest and develop ideas:    
 
  ?/ŝƐ ? ?A?ŽĨǇŽƵƌƐĐŽƌĞĐĂƌĚ ?ǇŽƵŐĞƚŵĂƌŬĞĚĚŽǁŶŝĨǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝĚĞĂƐ ?ǁĞŚĂǀĞƚŽ
keep coming up with ideas and this puts a lot of pressure on us ?ďƵƚǁĞŚĂǀĞŶŽƚŝŵĞƚŽĚŽ
it ? (Bank, Agent) 
 
High involvement practices are an attempt to reverse the Taylorist process of centralising problem 
solving and decision making in the hands of management (Edwards and Wright, 2001), however from 
this research it would seem that the job design still hinders full involvement in innovation activities. 
Boxall and Macky (2009) say that  ?dŚĞ ĂĐŝĚ ƚĞƐƚ ŽĨ ŚŝŐŚ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ whether a particular 
ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ?is being imƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚ ďƵƚ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?experience a positive shift in their 
responsibilities and decision-ŵĂŬŝŶŐƉŽǁĞƌƐƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƚŽƚŚĞŝƌŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƌŵ ? ?(pp. 10). However, in 
the Bank case there is a shift in responsibilities but no change to the job design to allow these new 
responsibilities to be fulfilled. Thus the agents have been rendered powerless by the nature of the job.     
 
 
Role of the manager 
As has been stressed by Russell (2008) the voice of management is often missing from research on 
HPWS so we have looked at the specific role of the manager within the high involvement innovation 
activities. ĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞĐĂƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞŽĨ ƚŚĞŵĂŶĂŐĞƌǁĂƐŽĨƚĞŶĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐŽĨ  ‘ƉƵƐŚŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ
 ‘ĚƌŝǀŝŶŐ ?, showing that the responsibility for the implementation of these innovation activities was 
often down to the team leader or manager:   
 
 ?/ƚŝƐĚŽǁŶƚŽŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐƚŽƉƵƐŚĂŶĚŵŽŶŝƚŽƌƚŚĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƐĐŚĞŵĞĂŶĚŐŝǀĞĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬƚŽ
ƚŚĞĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐƚŚĂƚŚĂǀĞƚĂŬĞŶƉĂƌƚ ? (ITSup, Manager)  
 
The link between the senior management and lower levels of management was also discussed in some 
of the cases, highlighting that the need for ideas and improvements stems from senior management.  
What was surprising was that in the ManSup case one of the managers interviewed stressed that some 
managers do not have the ability to make the improvements expected of them:        
 
  ?dŚĞŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇŝƐĚƌŝǀĞŶďǇƚŚĞƚŽƉŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ƚŚĞǇǁĂŶƚĂŶĚĞǆƉĞĐƚƚŚŝŶŐƐƚŽ
ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞďƵƚŶŽƚĂůůŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐĂƌĞĐĂƉĂďůĞŽĨŵĂŬŝŶŐƚŚĞĐŚĂŶŐĞ ? (ManSup, Manager) 
 
This shows that it is the middle managers who are being set an innovation agenda, by their senior 
managers, which they need to drive from the lower level employees. Nevertheless it would appear 
that these middle managers do not have the skills to implement change and improvements within 
ƚŚĞŝƌƚĞĂŵƐ ?dŚŝƐĨŽĐƵƐŽŶƚŽƉĚŽǁŶŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶǁĂƐĂůƐŽǁŝƚŶĞƐƐĞĚĨƌŽŵĂŶĂŐĞŶƚ ?ƐǀŝĞǁƉŽŝŶƚ P 
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 ?dŚĞDĂŶĂŐĞƌ ŝƐĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚůǇůŽŽŬŝŶŐĨŽƌ ?ŚŽǁĐĂŶǁĞĚŽƚŚŝƐďĞƚƚĞƌ ?ĂŶĚǁŚĂƚ ?ƐƚŚĞďĞƐƚǁĂǇ
ƚŽĚŽŝƚ ? ?ŶĚ/ ?ŵƐƵƌĞŝƚ ?ƐĐŽŵŝŶŐĨƌŽŵŚŝƐďŽƐƐĂƐǁĞůů ?ŶĚƚrying to get better results so 
ŚĞ ?ůů ƚŚĞŶ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ƵƐ ĂŶĚ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ůŽŽŬ Ăƚ ŝƚ ĂƐ Ă ƚĞĂŵ ? Žƌ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŚĞ ?Ɛ ĐŽŵĞ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ
ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞĂŶĚĐŽŵĞŝŶĂŶĚƐĂŝĚ ?ƚŚŝƐŝƐǁŚĂƚǁĞ ?ƌĞŐŽŝŶŐƚŽŐŝǀĞŝƚĂƚƌǇĨŽƌ ?ĨŽƌ
ƚŚĞŶĞǆƚƚŚƌĞĞŵŽŶƚŚƐ ? ? ? (Insure, Agent) 
 
The views from the managers shows a focus on cost savings via operational and productivity 
ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶĂŶǇ ‘ďƌĞĂŬƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ?ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?dŚŝƐŝƐŝŶůŝŶĞǁŝƚŚĞƐƐĂŶƚ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? ?ǀŝĞǁ
on high involvement innovation being focused on continual incremental improvements rather than 
any radical innovations.  
 
However, in one case centre (PSIH) which is a government operated centre the Operations Manager 
said that the new Minister taking over thought that  ?ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ ĐĞŶƚƌĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŚŝƐ ǁŝŶĚŽǁƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ
ǁŽƌůĚ ?. This shows that the senior management in government consider the knowledge from the 
government call centre as important as a source of public opinions which could potentially drive future 
policies.      
 
The high-involvement innovation concept discusses the importance of empowering employees to be 
involved within the innovation process.  It was clear from the discussions with the management level 
employees in the call centres that ideas were encouraged but within a structure, even in the Charity 
centre the managers spoke about the control that they have over the process:    
 
 ?ǀĞƌǇŽŶĞŝƐƋƵŝƚĞŽƉĞŶǁŝƚŚŶĞǁŝĚĞĂƐ ?ŝƚŝƐŶŽƚĂĨƌĞĞĨŽƌĂůůĞŝƚŚĞƌďƵƚǁĞǁŝůůĚĞĐŝĚĞŽŶ
ǁŚĂƚŝĚĞĂƐǁŝůůŐŽĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ ? (Charity, Manager A) 
 
This shows that the frontline employees can generate their ideas but the implementation and follow 
through of the idea will fall under the responsibility of the management team. Across the call centres 
studied, there were varying degrees of recognition for employees if their ideas were fully implemented 
and successful. There were also examples of the management culture within some of the cases as they 
discussed the way agents can challenge current ways of working:   
 
 ?ŵƉŽǁĞƌŵĞŶƚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĚĂŶŐĞƌŽƵƐ ŝĨ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ ŶŽ ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ Žƌ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ? (ManSup, 
Manager) 
 
Fuller and Smith (1991) discuss the coercive nature of management within interactive service 
ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚƐĂŶĚƐƚƌĞƐƐƚŚĂƚ “ƉƌŽĨŝƚƐŝŶǀĂƌŝĂďůǇƐƵĨĨĞƌǁŚĞŶǁŽrkers are prohibited from exercising 
ƐŽŵĞĚĞŐƌĞĞŽĨĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇŽŶƚŚĞũŽď ? ?ƉƉ ? ? ?. However, this research has shown that management 
can be weary of giving too much empowerment and autonomy to frontline service workers but think 
they must give the feeling of it in order to retain a profit. Taylor and Bain (2003) highlight this effect 
by saying ƚŚĂƚ  “DĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ? Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐĂůůǇ ? ŚĂƐ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ ŽďƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ
commitment from its workforce, an objective which may allow employees to express opinions. Of 
course, such encouragement to openness has sharply defined boundaries, and is permitted in so far 
ĂƐŝƚďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐƚŚĞŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?ƉƉ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?    
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The findings from this research seem to show that managerial motives for including employees in 
innovation activities are complex, some genuinely appearing to use ideas from employees to drive 
improvement. However, there appears to be another side to the managerial motives. Firstly, 
innovation activities that take employees away from the phones are used as alleviation from the 
monotony of the job ĂŶĚĐĂŶďĞƵƐĞĚĂƐĂƌĞǁĂƌĚƚŽŽůďǇƚŚĞŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƚŽĚƌŝǀĞ ‘ŐŽŽĚ ?ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌƐ
in the pool of employees. This was found in two of the cases (Insure and Bank), where management 
advertised roles on improvement teams but only selected agents with the  ‘ƌŝŐŚƚĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ ?ŝ ?Ğ ?ŶŽƚƚŚĞ
ones who thought it would just be a skive. Secondly, idea schemes and employee involvement 
initiatives which focused on the collection of employees ideas were often used as containment of 
employee grievances. In this way management used the ideas/suggestion schemes to allow 
employees to vent issues which allowed management to deal with small issues before they became 
problematic for the management. Thus, containing employees by making them feel like their ideas 
were being heard. It could be argued that both of these management motives are basically extensions 
of the management control strategy.           
 
From the view of the management employees it would seem that high involvement innovation can 
also intensify their jobs. The findings from this study show that management need to be involved in 
monitoring, selecting and acting on the ideas put into the suggestion schemes by frontline employees.  
It was also mentioned in a number of ĐĂƐĞƐƚŚĂƚŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚŶĞĞĚƚŽ ‘ƉƵƐŚ ?ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐƚŽƉƵƚƚŚĞŝƌ
ideas forward and get involved in innovation activities, which can be seen as additional burden on 
their daily pressures. In the ManSup case it was also emphasised that middle management often do 
not have the skills or abilities to effectively implement the ideas. Further, in some cases where time 
away from the phones was seen as a  ‘ũŽůůǇ ?ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚĂůƐŽŚĂǀĞ to deal with the discontentment of 
other employees who are not included. It was also stressed in a number of the cases that the need or 
want for innovation often comes from top management and this is merely filtered through to the 
lower levels of management in the call centres, thus becoming a tick-box exercise for the lower level 
managers.      
 
Outcomes of high-involvement innovation  
Tea and toilet ideas 
The findings show a distinction between centres who collect every idea and comment from their 
ĂŐĞŶƚƐĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌƐǁŚŽƐŽůŝĐŝƚŽŶůǇ ‘ŐŽŽĚ ?ŝĚĞĂƐ.  The interviews, primarily from managers, reveal that 
most of the suggestion schĞŵĞƐĂƌĞƚŽůĞƚĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ‘ůĞƚŽĨĨƐƚĞĂŵ ?ĂŶĚŚĂǀĞĂ ‘ŵŽĂŶ ?ǁŚŝůĞŽƚŚĞƌ
centres use it as a means to get involvement and participation from their employees.  Still, often the 
ǀĂůƵĞŽĨĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ŝĚĞĂƐŝƐŶŽƚƚĂŬĞŶƐĞƌŝŽƵƐůǇďǇŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ P 
    
 ?tĞĚŽŶ ?ƚ just want tea and toilet moans ?.ƚŚĂƚ ?ƐƵƐƵĂůůǇƚŚĞƐŽƌƚŽĨĐƌĂƉǁĞŐĞƚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞ
ƚǇƉĞƐŽĨŵĞĞƚŝŶŐƐŽƌĂƌĞƉƵƚŝŶƚŽŽƵƌƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƐĐŚĞŵĞ ?ƚŚĞǇŵŽĂŶĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞĨŽŽĚŝŶƚŚĞ
canteen, they are not interested in making the business or their jobs better ? (Insure, 
Manager) 
 
Many of the interviews undertaken with the management level employees touched on the notion of 
involvement:  
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 ?tĞĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞƉĞŽƉůĞƚŽŐĞƚŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶŶĞǁŝĚĞĂƐĂŶĚǁĞŐĞƚƚŚĞŵŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶĂŶƵŵďĞƌ
ŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ?ƚŚĞǇĐĂŶŐĞƚƌĞǁĂƌĚƐďƵƚŝƚ is more to do with getting them involved 
ƚŚĂŶƚŚĞƌĞǁĂƌĚ ? (PSO, Manager) 
 
In many of the cases in this study, the involvement of employees in innovation activities was used as 
a means to reduce attrition, turnover and to control behaviours of employees. This would account for 
the lack of seriousness  when dealing with ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ŝĚĞĂƐ. It could be argued that high involvement 
innovation activities were less about innovation and more about offsetting labour process effects 
generated by poor job design (Callaghan and Thompson, 2001).     
 
Only two of the call centres identified the role of the customer (client) in generating ideas.  This is 
surprising when much of call centres work comes from directly dealing with customers issues, it would 
be easy to imagine that some of this customer intelligence would have been fed back into the wider 
organisations from the agents themselves. It could be that the ideas being suggested by the agents 
have been triggered by talking and interacting with the customers but they do not make that 
connection explicitly in their thinking. In the Charity case they said that most of the ideas put forward 
from frontline employees ĐĂŵĞ ĨƌŽŵ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ ? ŶĞĞĚƐ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ
generating the ideas themselves. For example the manager highlights the types of ideas that have 
come forward:   
 
 ?ůŝĞŶƚƐ ?ŶĞĞĚƐĚƌŝǀĞŝĚĞĂƐ ?ǁĞŚĂǀĞĂďŽŽŬŐƌŽƵƉĂŶĚŶŝŐŚƚƐŽƵƚĨŽƌŽƵƌĐůŝĞŶƚƐĂŶĚƚŚĂƚŚĂƐ
come directly from our guys speaking on a regular basis to our clients ? (Charity, Manager) 
 
Interestingly, this call centre does not have any formal productivity metrics or call listening systems 
and the focus of the centre is to build relationships with the clients  W while this might in contrast to 
the focus and operation of a traditional call centre (Taylor and Bain, 1999) the Charity do classify 
themselves as a call centre.  The technology and premise of the operation are the same as traditional 
call centres but the approach to and design of work is completely different in the Charity case.  
 
The only other example of customer voice being included in ideas is from the Bank case study where 
one of the agents said: 
 
 ?ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌǁĂƐĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĂŶĚŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ  ?ǁŚǇĐĂŶ ?ƚǇŽƵ ũƵƐƚĚŽ ŝƚ ƚŚŝƐ
ǁĂǇ ? ?ĂŶĚ/ƚŽŽŬƚŚĂƚŝĚĞĂƚŽĂŵĞĞƚŝŶŐĂŶĚǁĞ have saved a hell of a lot of money because 
of a very simple idea that came ĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇĨƌŽŵĂĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ ? (Bank, Agent) 
 
The lack of customer voice in the majority of the cases could be due to call centre agents being a small 
part of a larger, ŵŽƌĞĐŽŵƉůĞǆůĂďŽƵƌƉƌŽĐĞƐƐǁŚŽĐĂŶ “ŽŶůǇŚĞůƉĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌƐǁŝƚŚƐĞǀĞƌĞĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƚƐ ?
(Belanger and Edwards, 2013: 444) which reduces the scope of their knowledge on customer issues.      
 
In other centres suggestion schemes were used to get agents involved within the call centre, there 
was some evidence to suggest that many of the centres examined in this study were using this type of 
tool for employee participation purposes rather than innovation. While it could be argued that 
innovation did come from these suggestion schemes as ideas were implemented and cost savings, 
productivity improvements and new ways of dealing with the customer were realised, this was not 
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the main intention. Often management discussed the use of these schemes to alleviate boredom or 
give agents a place to go to air their views and combat issues with attrition and retention rates.  With 
ŽŶĞŵĂŶĂŐĞƌĨƌŽŵƚŚĞW^/,/ƚĞĂŵƐĂǇŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ “ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƐĐŚĞŵĞƐĂƌĞĂŐŽŽĚǁĂǇŽĨŐĂŝŶŝŶŐƐƚĂĨĨ
ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ĂƐƚŚĞǇŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞŵŽƌĂůĞ ? ? 
 
Intensification  
In the Bank call centre, ƚŚĞŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƚĞĂŵƐĂǁƚŚĞǀĂůƵĞŝŶĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ŝĚĞĂƐsuch to the extent 
that they put idea submission (and implementation) onto all employees annual performance 
appraisals.  This resulted in a backlash, with some of the agents seeing it as out with the scope of their 
job even when it is part of the formal performance system, with one agent saying:      
 
 ?tŚǇƐŚŽƵůĚ/ŐŝǀĞŶƚŚĞŵ ?ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ŵǇŝĚĞĂƐ ?/ ?ŵŶŽƚƉĂŝĚĞŶŽƵŐŚƚŽŐŝǀĞƚŚĞŵŵǇ
ŝĚĞĂƐ ?/ ?ŵƉĂŝĚƚŽĐŽŵĞŝŶĂnd do my job, why should I go above and beyond ?/ ?ŵŽŶůǇĂback 
office person what ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞĐĂŶƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ/ƐĂǇĚŽ ?ŝƚ ?ƐŶŽƚŐŽŝŶŐƚŽŵĂŬĞŵŝůůŝŽŶƐĨŽƌƚŚĞ
bank, is it?...But we are continually put under pressure to give more and more ? (Bank, Agent) 
 
This agent in the Bank centre echoed the views of many of the agents in this centre as she felt under 
ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƚŽ ‘ƉƵůůƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŽƵƚŽĨƚŚĞŚĂƚ ?ǁŝƚŚƌĞŐĂƌĚƐƚŽŚŽǁƚŽŝŵƉƌŽǀĞƚŚĞďĂŶŬƐďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐďƵƚƐŚĞ
did not feel qualified enough to make suggestions based on her level of experience. Paradoxically, 
ǁŚĞŶ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ ĂƌĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ  ‘ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ ? ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ, the process of generating and 
formalising ideas becomes more important and stressful for frontline employees.   
 
From the analysis of the testimonies in this study it would seem that high involvement innovation is 
in tension with the nature of the job in call centres and actually tends towards intensification - 
especially when the quantity of ideas submitted becomes a component of the employee performance 
appraisal system.  From the Bank centre many of the agents interviewed expressed strain and stress 
in their jobs caused by the expectation to have their ideas implemented while not being in control of 
the development and implementation process.  In a number of other cases, while not directly targeted 
on suggestions or ideas, the agents did talk about involvement being part of the behaviours element 
of their wider performance appraisal system. This intensified their jobs from being customer service 
agents to becoming process improvement analysts. Many of the employees interviewed in the Bank 
centre discussed the influence productivity targets had on their ability to be involved within the 
innovation process, and they complained that while ideas and CI was on their scorecard it was always 
productivity that got the priority. This focus on productivity metrics was also highlighted by other 
centres in this study as a barrier to being involved in the innovation process. 
 
Conclusions  
This research makes a contribution in three main ways. First, this study examined the nuances of high 
involvement innovation showing that various constructs, such as centre size, structure of jobs and call 
characteristics, impact on the level of involvement and nature of innovation activities. The findings 
show that larger call centres with simple, shorter calls favour a more formalised approach to activities 
whereas call centres with longer more complex calls adopt an informal approach. This rich nuanced 
approach to employee involvement in innovation activities is missing from many studies. While the 
findings here have revealed that HII activities were less about innovation and more about offsetting 
labour process effects generated by poor job, further research is required which investigates, in more 
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detail, the implications of call centre type, nature of service and market position on the job design and 
work pressures in relation to innovation activities.    
Second, the findings presented here suggest management perceptions of innovation activities, as well 
as the job design, have an interplay which can influence the success of the activities. In many of the 
cases examined, time away from the phones was seen as a waste of time by management. In contrast 
these findings also show that for frontline employees time away from the phones had a positive 
impact on their perceptions of job quality, so there is a tension between management beliefs and the 
actual experiences of employees. The findings also show for EDI or HII to work then management 
cannot simply play lip service to the concepts. Management practices which use high involvement 
activities to alleviate the stresses associated with the Taylorised job design and do not value the ideas 
put forward by employees narrow the scope of the ideas. Bessant (2003) reflects back to the 
specialisation of tasks, where disconnection between hand and brain took place. Management were 
ƚŚĞĂĐƚŽƌƐǁŝƚŚƉĞƌŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƚŽŝŶŶŽǀĂƚĞĂŶĚŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŝ ?Ğ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƚŚŝŶŬĞƌƐ ? ?ǁŚĞƌĞĂƐƚŚĞǁŽƌŬĞƌƐĚŝĚǁŚĂƚ
ƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞƚŽůĚŝ ?Ğ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ĚŽĞƌƐ ? ?dŚƵƐ ?ƚŚĞĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨƚŚŝ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĐŽŶĨŝƌŵƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞĂƌĞƐƚŝůůǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ
in Taylorised jobs where they are more likely to have their contributions marginalised due to this split 
in thinking.   
Third, Aasen et al. (2012) highlight that employee driven innovation is still in an early phase stressing 
that more qualitative work is required concerning the organisational conditions promoting employees 
involvement in the innovation process. They say that this type of research is resource intensive to 
understand how leaders and employees cooperate for innovation such insight will form the basis for 
new knowledge about mechanisms decisive for the success of EDI. Thus, the findings of this research 
has made a significant contribution to the emerging body of research on employee involvement in 
innovation activities by showing how frontline employees work together with management to submit, 
develop and implement their ideas.  
This research raises important questions, for future research, about various aspects of job design, 
management practices and the influence of institutional support. This research has shown that the 
heightened targets used in many of the cases has reduced the ability of employees to be involved in 
any innovation activities. What is not clear from the findings is if performance measures can be used 
in a more participative way with employees so that they can have less time pressures allowing them 
to become more involved in innovation activities. Perhaps a more open and inclusive approach to 
management practices would allow less focus on the quantitative targets and focus more on the 
qualitative measures. Thus an interesting direction for future research would be to consider the 
effects of performance measurement systems in the role they play in facilitating high involvement 
innovation activities. It is surprising that formalised collective voice practices, such as trade unions or 
works councils, were not mentioned by any of the interviewees in this research. This could indicate 
that formalised industrial relations institutions have a declining role in UK call centres operations. 
Thus, further comparative research to examine country level institutional differences would further 
enlighten the debate on employee driven innovation activities. 
If practitioners were to consider the findings of this research, they might look carefully at the 
management rhetoric around involvement schemes, whether focused on innovation or not. Almost 
all of the cases in this study had some top down management approaches, i.e. third order approach 
to employee involvement in innovation activities (Høyrup, 2012) but the job design and stringent 
peƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ŚŝŶĚĞƌĞĚ ƐŽŵĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ? ĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ƉĂƌƚ ? dŚŝƐ ƐĞƚƐ ƵƉ Ă ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆ ŽĨ
management saying one thing but not providing the mechanisms to effective involve their employees. 
Therefore, if managers want to open up their innovation process, as many now are, then they need 
to be aware of the impact the nature of work has on the way employees can be involved. They also 
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need to consider their own role in the innovation process as the findings from this study has shown 
that there is potential foƌƚŚĞŝƌũŽďƐƚŽŝŶƚĞŶƐŝĨǇƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚŽĨĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ŝĚĞĂƐ ? Finally, 
it can be concluded that high involvement innovation has the potential to enrich frontline ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ? 
jobs, making them feel more valued and giving them some variety and challenge in their job. Therefore 
practitioners should approach employee involvement in the innovation process as something 
potentially fruitful and not just wasted time away from the phones.    
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